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Life itself, the manifestation of a principle higher than any ephemeral socio-political system, is the sole dominion to which Aleksander Solzhenitsyn gives complete allegiance. In The First Circle he portrays life as an existential struggle for self-definition by free choice. To lead truly meaningful lives on a universal level, Solzhenitsyn's characters must accept the responsibility for their own actions and become cognizant of the deeper implications of submission to the will of authority. To act otherwise is to deny the primacy of life itself. 1 Within this context the theme of love in Solzhenitsyn's works functions allegorically as an indication of the extent to which individual freedom is preserved or destroyed as his characters are confronted with painful ethical choices. 2 In The First Circle this theme is carefully developed during a four-day period in the lives of prisoners who serve in what they term the "first circle of hell," a technical research institute requiring the talents of specialists whose inventions assist Stalin's state security operations. 3 While these prisoner-specialists work under conditions which place them among the elite in the Stalinist penal system, they are never more than a step away from plunging to the lower circles of the forced labor camps. Correspondingly, Solzhenitsyn portrays other "first circles" in the privileged social class and the circle of officials whose positions in Stalin's regime are equally tenuous. In each of these circles and in lower regions as well the theme of love eloquently articulates Solzhenitsyn's position.
According to Rollo May, love in the Western tradition is a synthesis of four basic elements. 4 The first, sex, is the manifestation of purely physical need. The second, eros, is associated with the The last, agape, defined as love directed toward the welfare of others, has God's love for mankind as its prototype.
In The First Circle, each of these facets of love manifests itself in the relationships between individuals subjected to the all-pervasive influence of temporal authority and is equally important in the characterization of the desire for self gratification or preservation. There are no easy courses of action, as Solzhenitsyn significantly observes in a chapter with that title, "Life is no love story" (304, 368 (1185) parodied by the prisoners in The First Circle, and even in this tale, as Andrei Potapov points out, the hero probably weakened in captivity. "Who among us," he asks, "will believe that a man will refuse a woman?" (353, 427) . "In prison," Solzhenitsyn comments, "you live for years without the one thing men were put on earth for" (291, 352) . "The love of a woman," he adds, "of which you are deprived, seems worth more than anything in the world" (292, 352 In his article, "Signs and Symbol in the Sexual Act," Hans van Lier observes that the symbol, like the Greek symbolon, an object divided into two parts to enable two people to identify one another, defines a relationship between parts which when conjoined form a harmonious and completely resonant whole bearing meaning which neither part achieves independently.8 The sexual act, he contends therefore, is the "permanent root of all symbolism," the ((most primitive" experience.9 In The First Circle, the two halves of such a symbolon, whether prisoner and wife, prisoner and female employee, government official and wife, official and other woman 187 (the combinations suggested in the work are numerous), provide conjunctions which achieve new meanings as they are consummated, or just as significantly, when they are prevented from occurring. When sex itself is taken as one part of the symbolon and individual freedom the other, both the nature of sex and of freedom attain in their new unity a vital meaning as a concrete symbol.
The function of eros, the passion to create a higher level of being, should easily have become associated with Soviet society striving to attain the lofty goals of the Revolution. As Andrey Sinyaysky (pseud.: Abram Tertz) points out in On Socialist Realism, the all-important Purpose of Soviet society demands explicit celebration in its literature, which in turn is to reflect reality in its positive revolutionary development. What one encounters in The First Circle, however, is a society in retrogression, founded upon a Purpose which has become stagnant and is constantly redefined to permit injustices which serve the interests of those in control. Rather than leading by their example, those in power drive others to action, more out of fear than foresight. Failing to perceive the moral vacuousness of the system, Rubin contends that "Our ends are the first in all human history which are so lofty that we can say they justify the means by which they've been attained," to which Sologdin resolutely replies, "Just remember: the higher the ends, the higher must be Sometimes the flame of creativity is briefly rekindled, as is the case with Rubin when he becomes involved in a phonoscopy project:
He was launched on that mysterious flight of the soul which physiologists have never explained. Forgetting his liver, his hypertension pains, feeling refreshed after the exhausting night, not hungry although he had eaten nothing since the birthday party cookies the night before, Rubin was soaring aloft on the wings of the spirit, a state of being in which one's vision can distinguish single grains in the sand, when memory easily retrieves everything stored in it. (584, 698) Even his project supervisor, Adam Roitman, who had lost the joy of creativity when he slipped from being a creator into the position of boss of creators is caught up with Rubin in the pure nature of the research until their results are predictably taken from them to serve yet another immoral purpose: to trap Volodin by his voice print.
They sat down again on the chairs where they had recently dreamed of the great future of the new-born science.
And they fell silent.
It was as though everything they had so delicately constructed had been trampled on. It was as though phono- For the representatives of the privileged power structure, the situation is equally revealing. It is not the urge for creation which motivates them, but the fear of punishment or loss of their comfortable position that comes with failure to obtain results. There is no sense of building for the Purpose; instead, there is a feverish struggle against arbitrary deadlines to satisfy immoral, inhumane, and unforgiving superiors. The sterility of this existence is effectively reflected in Volodin's childless and passionless marriage. "We have only one life! " they felt at the outset of their marriage, "So take everything life can give except the birth of a child" 13 (394, 477). Now they have separate bedrooms, and Innokenty accepts the fact that there will never be anything between them again. General Makarygin's marriages are also significant. His first was consummated in the spirit of the Revolution, and gave him daughters appropriately named Dotnara ("daughter of the people") and Dinera ("child of a new era"). His wife, however, died bearing their an- other and share a sense of self-worth and a concern for individual rights born of resistance to the system. Inevitably, they display a human regard for each other and a sense of cooperation necessary for survival of the onslaughts of the common foe. As Nerzhin explains to Simochka, " ... the lower I sink in this inhumanly cruel world, the more I respond to those who speak to my conscience" (600, 716) . Each of these individuals manifests inner strength stem-192 Studies in Twentieth Century Literature ming from personal allegiance to a higher principle, and each makes human gestures which resist the dehumanizing reduction of man to a cipher by the system. 14 Conversely, those who serve the system are plagued by the fear, uncertainty, and jealousy which accompany the knowledge that there is no room for true friendship among people whose very positions were attained by placing personal gain above morality.
The prisoner's world makes strange bedfellows, such as Lev Rubin and the German prisoners with whom he spends Christmas eve at the research institute. "Rubin," Solzhenitsyn writes, "could not exist without friends, he suffocated without them" (216, 262).
Comparing prison life to that outside the prison, Rubin finds an unexpected feature which the fellowship at Nerzhin's birthday celebration causes him to mention: "I have never had any doubts about love. But to tell you the truth, until the front and prison, I didn't believe in friendship, especially the `give-up-your-life-for-afriend' kind" (372, 451). Nerzhin himself toasts the "friendship which thrives in prison vaults" (370, 448) , and the embrace between Nerzhin and Rubin shortly before Gleb's departure for the labor camp is intensely moving.
In Stalin's official parlance, the prisoners are known as "social enemies," while thieves and thugs are regarded as "socially friendly." The female employees of the Mavrino research institute are warned that the men are the "dregs of the human race" and are particularly dangerous because they do not openly show their "wolf fangs," but hide them behind a mask of courtesy and good breeding and characterize themselves as innocent victims. In spite of such admonitions and the possible consequences (twenty-five years of hard labor), the women not only do not come to fear or hate the prisoners, they actually find unqualified respect for these "enemies" of their society. Clara Makarygin, daughter of the state prosecutor, is typical. Though she should have warily avoided all contact with Ruska Doronin except that dictated by her official duties, "By lunchtime they were fast friends, like children taking turns biting into one big apple" (288, 347). Even Lieutenant Nadelashin, a prison guard, cannot help treating them with "honest goodwill" (166, 201) . When the authorities are among themselves, however, it is impossible for them to escape the mistrust and fear which permeate the system. In this, they reflect the state of mind of the When Nadya does face the idea of a divorce as a necessity, she hastens to add, "It -would not be real" (255, 309 (263, 318) . Undesirable specifically because they will be used to trap unsuspecting people still free on the outside. Torn between his feelings for the suffering of his wife and a broad sense of agape for his fellow man, Gerasimovich, the "sparrow ... whose heart was as brave as the cat's" (548, 655) , repudiates the universal law that "your own shirt is closer to your body" (582, 696) Placed in the same situation, Nadya Nerzhin's roommate, Muza, sacrifices her career rather than her fellow students by refusing to become an informer. "How could she judge the human qualities of Hamlet and Don Quixote, remembering that she was an informer ... ?" (315, 381).
The peasant prisoner, Spiridon, also reflects the "spiritual superiority" (61, 76) which Solzhenitsyn values. Always placing his family first, Spiridon's life has been a paragon of devotion to the
